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Abstract 


Teacher professional development (TPD) plays a vital role in enhancing student achievement and 
the education quality improvement at general education schools. Vietnam is carrying out the general 
education reforms including the curriculum, teaching methodology and textbook replacement. In order 
to make those reforms succeed, a lot of things have been done so far in which TPD is considered a key 
measure. This qualitative case-study research aimed to find out the perceptions of principals and the 
teachers in three selected K12 schools on TPD in response to the education reforms implementation 
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in Vietnam using the data from the open-ended interviews with the principals, the questionnaires from 
teachers, and the school policy-related documents. The importance of TPD related closely to the general 
education reforms implementation at three schools was highly perceived and highly appreciated by the 
principals and teachers in similar vein. These made a strong link between their beliefs and TPD practices 
at their schools for promoting the education reforms. 

Keywords: education reforms, qualitative case-study, teacher professional development, Vietnamese 
K12 school. 


Introduction 


Teacher professional development (herein after refered as TPD) is an integral part of 
the school strategic development policy. It has been believed to play a significant role in the 
education quality improvements in general education schools (Clement & Vandenberghe, 
2011; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2016). In the last decades, three trends on TPD in 
the literature have been found as follows. First, the role of TPD has been recognized to be 
at least as important as pre-service lecturer training in terms of its impact on the quality of 
teaching (Hallinger et al., 2017; Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008; Sparks, 2012; Timperly, 
2011). Second, a traditional view of TPD involving the provision of in-service workshops and 
degree upgrading programs, has been replaced by more school-based learning activities (Harris 
& Jones, 2019; Opfer & Pedder, 2011; Webster-Wright, 2009). Third, TPD is being now carried 
out learning communities (Little, 2012). Finally, TPD has been a central place in sustainable 
educational development policies (Clement & Vandenberghe, 2011; Darling-Hammond & 
McLaughlin, 2016; Fullan, 2011; Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008; Qian & Walker, 2016; 
Tran et al., 2018; Tran et al., 2020). 

The current research utilised a qualitative case-study research design whereby the 
perceptions of three principals and their teachers on the importance of lecturer professional 
development during the time of the current education reforms implementation were analyzed. 
Their perceptions expressed in the open-ended interviews and questionnaires were directly 
recorded, their practices at school were observed and related policy documents were examined 
to triangulate the data sources. The research sought principally to generate insights that might 
inform their perceptions and practices more widely in Vietnam’s general education schools. 
The research also provided an opportunity to reflect critically on the global literature about the 
important roles of teacher professional development. 


Literature Review 


Three issues related to teacher professional development are examined in this literature 
review section. First, a number of definitions of teacher professional development are examined 
and links are made to the Vietnamese educational context. Next, the significance and purpose 
of teacher professional development are described, followed by characteristics of effective 
professional development. 


Definition of Teacher Professional Development 


The literature provides various definitions of staff development. According to the 
thesaurus of the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) database, staff development 
refers to “activities to enhance professional career growth” (Cited in Lodiaga, 2002, p. 24). 
More specifically, teacher professional development includes those processes and activities 
designed to improve or enhance the professional job-related knowledge, skills, or attitudes of 
teachers so that they, in turn, can design instructional programmes to improve student learning 
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(Clement & Vandenberghe, 2011; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2016; Guskey, 2000; 
Qian et al., 2017). Such planned activities or processes may include individual development, 
continuing education, and in-service education, as well as curriculum writing, conferences, 
workshops, peer collaboration, study groups, and peer coaching or mentoring (Alberta 
Teachers’ Association (ATA), 2006; Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 2016; Newmann et al., 
2013; Timperley, 2011; Vescio et al., 2008). Fullan (2011) expanded the definition to include 
“the sum total of formal and informal learning experiences throughout one’s career from pre- 
service teacher education to retirement” (p. 326). In the opinion of Oliva and Pawlas (2003), 
staff development is a programme of activities planned and carried out to promote the personal 
and professional growth of teachers. Similarly, according to Lodiaga (2002), staff development 
is: “...the process of increasing or extending the capacity of staff - for performance of various 
duties. It could involve enrichment of an officer’s capacity for performance in the current 
post, but it could also mean preparing an officer for another assignment into which he/she will 
be deployed after preparation” (p. 48). From the literature, it can be deduced that the broad 
meaning of staff professional development encompasses “a range of activities from individual 
teacher reading, to exploring a website, individual or group attendance at a conference, action 
research in the classroom, the curriculum implementation process particularly with groups, 
therefore generally including individual, as well as collaborative projects” (ATA, 2006, p. 46). 

However, several researchers have used the terms ‘staff development’, ‘teacher 
development’, ‘professional development’, and ‘in-service education’ interchangeably to refer 
to any experience designed to enhance teacher performance with the ultimate aim of promoting 
student learning and achievement. In Vietnam, teacher professional development is considered 
to include any activities, both inside or outside schools, designed to help teachers improve and 
enhance their personal (moral qualities) and professional (including subject and pedagogical 
knowledge) growth with the ultimate aim of improving student achievement (For example, 
Kieu, 2003; MOET, 2012; Nguyen, 2009; Nguyen, 2013; Pham, 2001; Tran et al., 2020). In this 
study, staff professional development or teacher professional development will be widely and 
purposefully used to suggest “a process whereby teachers become more professional in both 
personal and professional qualities” (Dean, 2009, p. 5). It includes activities inside and outside 
the school (Qian et al., 2017; Timperley, 2011; Tran & Nguyen, 2019; Tran et al., 2018, 2020; 
Vescio et al., 2008). 


Significance and Purposes of Teacher Professional Development 


A teaching career is noble but increasingly challenging (Dean, 2009). Ridden (2008) 
also pointed out, “Teaching is a demanding job” (p. 30). It is more demanding today than ever 
before (Swafford, 2017). Teachers are expected to be not merely the providers of knowledge 
but the nurturers as well. In Vietnam, teachers are expected not only to provide their students 
with theoretical and practical knowledge but also to help their students to develop socially, 
culturally, physically and morally (Nguyen, 2009; Tran & Nguyen, 2019). They are required to 
have both “duc” (moral qualities) and “tai” (professional competency) (Tong, 2012; Tran et al., 
2020). Successful teachers not only teach their students academic knowledge and skills needed 
for future career sucess but they also teach them how to live meaningful and useful lives. 

The core purpose of the school is to provide high-quality learning experiences and 
opportunities for the students to grow to their potential (Bradley, 2015; Sparks & Loucks- 
Horsley, 2018; Tran et al., 2020). The ability of teachers to do this depends on teachers’ 
knowledge, dispositions and attitudes (Newmann, et al., 2013). Thus, professional development 
for teachers has received attention from authorities, principals and teachers themselves (Bradley, 
2015). Teachers’ growth and development impinges upon student learning and achievement 
in particular and school improvement in general (Fullan & Hargreaves, 2011). DuThree and 
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Eaker (2016) argued that, “The key to school improvement is people improvement. Attention to 
professional development must be the cornerstone of any initiative to enhance the effectiveness 
of schools” (p. 20). Likewise, Bradleyh (2015) maintained, “Any attempt to improve children’s 
learning depends on some form of teacher growth” (p. 34). Sparks (2012) also stated that, 
“Quality teaching makes a difference in student learning... The professional learning of teachers 
is a central factor in determining the quality of teaching” (p. 1). Sergiovanni (2001) affirmed, 
“A consensus is emerging that teacher learning is a key ingredient in any attempt to improve 
schools” (p. 245). 

Additionally, in the article “Make professional development a priority”, Morrow (2018) 
affirmed, “Research also shows that excellent teachers are well-prepared teachers who continue 
to participate in professional development during their careers” (p. 7). Never before has there 
been a greater recognition of the importance of professional development for teachers. Every 
proposal to reform, restructure, or transform schools emphasizes professional development as 
the primary vehicle in efforts to bring about needed change (Kaplan & Owings, 2009). Eshiwani 
(2015) advised that, because the improvement of education depends mainly on the improvement 
of teacher competency, there is a need for systematic upgrading and training programmes for 
teaching staff through long-term and short-term plans. Teachers need continuing professional 
development in order to maintain and upgrade their skills and to incorporate effective procedures. 
Kaplan and Owings (2009) recommended that: 


Teacher education must be seen as a gradual sequence of experiences in professional growth that 
begins at the initial stage at the college and is followed by further in-service training cycles. There 
must be continuity and reinforcement of training and growth throughout the teacher’s career. (p. 
25) 


Teachers must continue learning throughout their lives, or they will soon become obsolete 
as Dean (2009) stated, “[C]ontent changes quickly, the information I teach today will not be the 
knowledge of tomorrow” (p. 59). Dean (2009) had a similar view when he states: 


In addition to change coming at us from government, we also have the changes resulting from the 
rapid development of knowledge which is making existing knowledge out-of-date very quickly. A 
great deal that we are currently teaching in schools, if not already out-of-date, will become so in 
the very near future (2009, p. 1). 


Bradley (2015) noted that, at a time of substantial pressure upon schools when teachers 
are reacting to changes in curriculum, changes in accountability and so on, the need for staff 
professional development is being recognized as of central importance. According to Bradley 
(2015), staff professional development has the following purposes: 


To make teachers feel valued in the job they do; To enable them to do this job well so that they 
receive the positive feedback essential for job satisfaction and for motivation; To help them to 
anticipate and prepare for changes in their work; To encourage them to derive excitement and 
satisfaction from their involvement in change, and to make them feel willing and competent to 
contribute constructively to the development of the school (p. 2). 


Hence, “teachers have to constantly study and train in order to raise their quality, ethics, 
professional and specialty standard and set good examples to the learners” (TNPPH, 2019, p. 
44). Similarly in Vietnam, Nguyen (2009), one of the first professors of Viet Nam pointed out: 


Teachers have to learn everywhere, every time, from everyone, through every means. They should 
learn from both the better and least people, and know how to learn from themselves. Learning 
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with the research method that means not receivinghthe knowledge passively, but knowing how 
to discover contradictions and problems and try to find solutions... Everyone should learn that 
way, has the key answer of success for teachers is to make the training process become the self- 
training one. Teachers themselves could not teach their students to know how to self-train unless 
they have a good method of self-training. (Cited in Nguyen, 009. p. 397) 


According to Wideen (2015), teacher professional development is needed for three 
reasons: “It offers better understanding and use of the expanded knowledge base in teaching; 
It provides insight in addressing continuing social complexities in school work; [and] It is a 
means of self-renewal” (p. 10). 


Characteristics of Effective Teacher Professional Development 


Many educators have endeavoured to clarify the characteristics of effective professional 
development (e.g., Desimone et al., 2008; Loucks-Horsley et al., 2018). Effective professional 
development experiences are designed to help teachers build new understandings of teaching and 
learning through direct experiences with strategies that help students learn in new ways (Darling- 
Hammond, 2006; Hea-Jin, 2011; Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 2018). According to Desimone et 
al. (2008), these characteristics of effective teacher professional development include a focus 
on contents and how students learn contents; in-depth, active learning opportunities; links to 
high standards, opportunities for teachers to engage in leadership roles; extended duration; and 
the collective participation of groups of teachers from the same school, grade, or department. In 
the words of Newmann et al. (2013), effective professional development “should concentrate 
on instruction and student outcomes in teachers’ specific schools; provide opportunities for 
collegial inquiry, help, and feedback; and connect teachers to external expertise while also 
respecting teachers’ discretion and creativity” (p. 259). Similarly, Loucks-Horsley et al. (2018) 
maintained that the principles that shape effective professional development experiences: 


Those are driven by a well-defined image of effective classroom learning and teaching, provide 
opportunities for teachers to build their knowledge and skills, use or model with teachers the 
strategies teachers will use with their students, build a learning community, support teachers 
to serve in leadership roles, provide links to other parts of the education system, and they are 
continuously assessing themselves and making improvement to ensure positive impact on teacher 
effectiveness, student learning, and the school community (p. 268). 


Many researchers suggested that an isolated or ‘one-shot’ event or professional 
development activity is not effective. Newmann et al. (2013) contended that professional 
development for teachers should be sustained and continuous, rather than short-term and 
episodic. Likewise, Guskey (2010) argued, in any successful change efforts, “[P]rofessional 
development is not an event that is separate from one’s day-to-day professional responsibilities” 
(p. 38). Rather, professional development of teachers is “on going activity woven into the fabric 
of every teacher’s professional life” (Guskey, 2010, p. 38). Professional development must 
provide a continuum of development experiences for individual teachers that address their 
needs in preparation programmes and their needs in advanced practice (Newmann et al., 2013; 
Pham, 2001; Tran et al., 2020). The best professional development involves collegial work 
settings, team teaching environments, school improvement networks, and school/university 
collaborative, such as professional development schools (Darling-Hammond, 2006). 

It can be noted that, the above — suggested characteristics of effective professional 
development should be taken into consideration by relevant educational authorities to provide 
teachers with the optimal chance of hlearning. Darling-Hammond and McLaughlin (2016) 
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provided a number of questions to consider for those when designing effective professional 
development. Those include: “Does the professional development allow for adult learning? Does 
it allow for teachers to construct their own meanings? Does it support the school as a community 
of lifelong learners?” (p. 34). It appears that these questions are important for educational 
authorities in the Vietnamese general education context to bear in mind when organizing 
strategies for their teachers’ professional development. This above-mentioned information fits 
with the Vietnamese general education with a lot of current reforms implementation. 

In order to promote the process of current general educational reforms, initiated by 
Ministry of Education and Training of Vietnam (MOET), to make dramatic improvements in 
education quality, teacher professional development can be regarded as a significant component 
in line with other factors such as good policies, curriculum renovations, educational leaders’ 
compencies and so on. The significance of TPD should be highly appreciated by different 
educational leaders and stakeholders including the principals and teachers themselves which 
will promote the general education reforms much better. The context for the present research 
is three schools including a primary, a lower-secondary and an upper-secondary school in a 
province in Central Vietnam. The research question was: “How do principals and teachers in 
three schools of general education level in Central Vietnam perceive the significance of teacher 
professional development in response to the current education reforms implementation?” 


Research Methodology 
General Background 


A qualitative case study research design (Yin, 2014) was used for this research as a basis 
for outlining perceptions of principals and teachers related closely to the current education 
reforms in Vietnam. Qualitative research focuses on and tries to make sense of phenomena in 
natural and specific situations and/or settings to understand through looking closely at people’s 
actions, words and records (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017; Maykut & Morehouse, 1994; Patton, 2015). 
This qualitative case study design is to make this study exploratory-explanatory (Yin, 2014). 
Trustworthiness for the study data collection is ensured by the triangulation of data sources 
including the interview with three principals, questionnaires with the teachers, observations 
of TPD activities at their schools and document analysis, the credibility (member checks with 
the confirmation of interview contents collected with the principals) as triangulation is used 
to confirm the validity of the processes, strengthen the credibility of our research findings 
(Creswell, 2014; Patton, 2015; Stake, 2000) and “reveal multiple interpretations” (Denzin 
& Lincoln, 2017, p. 124) and the audit trail, as recommended by Patton (2015). The sample 
selection, methods of data collection and methods of data analysis for the research will be 
described. 


Sample Selection 


This research took place in Hong Ngu (pseudonym) Province in the centre of Vietnam. 
Purposeful sampling was utilized in this research to select “information-rich cases whose study 
will illuminate the questions under study” (Patton, 2015, p.169). Three schools from three 
educational levels in different geographical locations in Hong Ngu province were considered to 
gain high achievements by Hong Ngu Provincial Department of Education and Training. Their 
characteristics were as follows: 

¢ School A: This primary school A has 600 students in 15 classes from grades 1-5 

in the city. Principal Co Nguyen (pseudonym) leads 23 staff including a deputy 
principal. The primary School A has been recognized for excellence in academic and 
moral achievements at the provincial level. Eighteen teachers hold three-year and 
four-year bachelor’s degrees. The Principal has 15 years of experience as a principal 
including twelve years at this school. Before being appointed to this post, she had 
been a teacher for three years and deputy-principal for seven years. 
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¢ School B: This lower-secondary school B located ina rural area serving 950 students 
in grades 6-9. It has been recognized for excellence in academic achievement. 
There are 62 staff members including the principal and deputy principal. The 
principal, Thay Tien (pseudonym), has 10 years of experience as a principal. Sixty 
of the teaching staff have three-year or four year training degrees. 

¢ School C: This upper-secondary school C (grades 10-12) has 900 students from 
different parts of the city. Approximately 100 percent of the 12" grade students 
pass the university entrance examination every year to get admission to different 
universities in Vietnam. There are around 73 staff members including the principal, 
Thay Tho (pseudonym), and two deputy-principals. There are 70 teachers of whom 
one holds a PhD degree, seven hold M. A degrees, the rest ave four-year raining 
diplomas (bachelors’ degrees). 


The principals were identified as being important persons to interview in terms of 
expressing their perceptions and beliefs toward their teacher professional development and 
make those beliefs into action for promoting TPD. These three principals were important also 
because the permission was required to distribute questionnaires to their teachers. One hundred 
and fifty teachers at three schools (A, B, and C) were invited to complete the questionnaires. 


Data Collection 


Data resulted from semi-structured interviews with the three principals, open-ended 
questionnaires distributed to teachers, and direct observations of TPD strategies at the 
schools. Semi-structured interviews (Patton, 2015) sought to obtain information about the 
three principals’ perspectives and their leadership practices and about the importances of TPD 
strategies organized for their teachers. Teachers’ perceptions were expressed in response to 
an open-ended questionnaire that focused on their views on significance of the professional 
development practices related to education reforms requirements applied at the school for 
them. One hundred and fifty questionnaires were randomly distributed to teachers at school 
meetings, of which 124 were returned (an 82.6% response rate). To obtain further detail, and to 
check on what had been reported by three principals and their teachers, we also observed TPD 
strategies over a three-month period. These observations provided additional insights and they 
contributed to the process of triangulation as a means of assuring the credibility of the findings 
reported (Patton, 2015). Before the data collection process was conducted, consent forms had 
been sent to the principals and participants for their approval and voluntary participation in 
this research, as an important step of ensuring ethical considerations (Denzin & Lincoln, 2017; 
Maykut & Morehouse, 1994). 


Data Analysis 


In this multi-sitehcase study, we employed ‘within-case analysis’ followed by ‘cross- 
case analysis’ (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2015). Within-case analysis involved 
developing detailed write-ups for each school according to the foci of the research. Analytical 
procedures first involved coding data based on sources. First, the interview transcripts and 
teachers’ responses to the questionnaire were read in order to form initial codes. Next, the codes 
were related to the notes of TPD activities made by the investigator-in-chief plus the policy 
documents. Finally, the data were organised by arranging it into a case record (or database) for 
each school (Patton, 2015). 

In the cross-case analysis, we tried “to build a general explanation that fits each of the 
individual cases, even though the cases vary in their details” (Yin, 2014, p. 112). During the 
process of data synthesis, open coding, axial coding and constant comparative method (Glaser 
& Strauss, 1965; Patton, 2015) were used to generate the list of ideas and perceptions emerged 
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there. The categories were generated searching for patterns, commonalities and contradictions 
among the three schools (Patton, 2015). 


Research Results 
Perceptions of the Significance of TPD at Primary School A 


The quality of the teaching staff was recognized as significant to the development of the 
school and the success of children by the principal and the teachers. Co Nguyen the principal 
stated: 


The teaching staff play a very important role in the development of the success of a school in 
general and children in particular... For me, as usual the childrens’ intelligent capacities 
account for 70 percent and teachers’ role only takes up 30 percent of the childrens’ success and 
achievements. However, if the 30 percent is not of good quality, the 70 percent will be wasted and 
would be not as developed as desired. (Interview with Co Nguyen, school A principal, referred 
to as ANI). 


The selected teachers agreed with the principal. One teacher wrote, “Our people say that 
without the teacher, you cannot fully understand anything. We are direct people disseminating 
knowledge to children. Thus, we must first be professionally competent. We must also set a good 
example for our students” (Teacher questionnaire 4, school A - referred to as AT4). According to 
them, the quality of teachers was especially important for the hprimary education level because 
the all round development of primary children depended very much on the quality of their 
teachers. One teacher even wrote, “Zeachers’ quality might also have an impact on students’ 
later development” (AT9). 

In summary, professional development of teachers as been considered a vital factor for 
the improvement of teaching quality and results in student achievement, by both the principal 
and teachers. Teachers wanted to engage in professional development activities to improve their 
teaching. Ultimately, many teachers wrote that ‘A// is for our dear students’. According to the 
principal, in order to produce students with good knowledge, “teachers must wait in front and 
continually improve their professional development in terms of subjects and teaching method 
knowledge, and morality, to satisfy the ever-increasing needs of society and schools” (ANI). Co 
Nguyen the principal even emphasized that, 


The professional development of teachers is to supplement additional knowledge and skills for 
teachers until that time and on that basis, to enrich those teachers themselves because Vietnamese 
often say ‘to learn and understand ten, but just teach one... Teachers cannot help learning and 
practising and teachers especially cannot lag behind their students... It is necessary to upgrade 
and continually update or teachers will become out of date...The improvement and professional 
development of teachers is vital, especially during this time of general education reforms initiated 
by MOET It is like a heart beating every second. If the heart ceases beating, life will stop. In my 
perceptions, it is the same as teachers’ professional development. If teachers are satisfied with 
all the knowledge and techniques learnt from colleges and universities without a commitment to 
upgrade them, those teachers would train the young people who would only know to use available 
experiences, instead of having an ability to continually explore a problem critically and to be 
creative in any circumstances... Students will be more likely to become life-long learners when 
their teachers are good at self-training and keen on continuous learning. A Vietnamese motto in 
education is that ‘each teacher must set a good example for his/her students to learn from’. (ANI) 
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Perceptions of the Significance of Lover-Secondary School B 


The significance of a quality teaching staff was recognized by Thay Tien- the principal 
and the teachers who acknowledged the important role of good teachers in students’ learning 
and achievements for meeting all the requirements of current education reforms. They repeated 
a popular Vietnamese saying that ‘khong co thay do may lam nen’(You cannot be successful 
witout the teacher’s help). The principal, Thay Tien, even stated that‘/ want to affirm again 
that there could not be good students without good teachers...And quality teaching staff play 
a decisive role in the quality and success of students, that results in the school achievements 
during the current education reforms” (Interview with Thay Tien, the Lover-Secondary School 
B principal, hereafter referred to as BTI). A female teacher with twenty-six years of teaching 
experience, while having the same idea, also elaborated upon the concept of the good teacher 
in the Vietnamese setting: 


The quality of teaching staff impacts on students. For me, it seems a cause-effect rule that having 
good teachers results in having good students. Nevertheless, good teachers are good in terms 
of both professional knowledge and moral character. Those kinds of good teachers can produce 
students with both knowledge, and professional skill and good character who can serve for the 
good of the country. (Teacher questionnaire number 4, school B, referred to as BT4) 


Teachers’ professional development has been taken more seriously in recent years, 
as stated by Thay Tien the principal. According to Thay Tien and most teachers, teacher 
professional development was a regular activity in this school and it contributed to improving 
the quality of teaching and learning. “During the educational reform, specifically the textbook 
replacement for grade six and seven at lower-secondary education and teaching methodology 
reform, the need for professional development of teachers is increasingly becoming necessary” 
(BTI). As Thay Tien the principal explained, “if teachers do not have continual professional 
development, they will lag behind and will not meet requirements as stipulated by MOET and 
Education Law, especially the current reforms changes” (BT1). All teachers had similar views 
and they themselves realized this. They considered professional development to be something 
they needed, something they had a right to, and something they were responsible for. Many 
statements, such as “participating in professional development strategies as improved my 
professionalism. I do it first for my job, then requirements from the school or MOET for facilitating 
the success of current education reforms” (BT2), can be found in teachers’ questionnaires. One 
teacher even noted, “.../t/professional development] helps me preserve the honour of a good 
teacher” (BTS). 


Perceptions of the Significance of TPD at Upper-secondary school C 


Like the other two principals, Thay Tho the principal recognized the connection between 
the quality of teachers and improvement and successes of students that result in the success 
of current general education reforms. The same statement ‘khong co thay do may lam nen’ 
(you cannot be successful without the teachers’ help) was stated in his interview. Thay Tho the 
principal elaborated: 


As for me, the quality of any teaching staff is of course very important to the quality of 
education or in other words, to the success, studying results, and practice of students. 
Although the decisive factor depends first on each pupil’ efforts, teachers have an 
important and direct impact on the quality of each pupil, so that the education reforms 
can achieve their objectives as desired. (Interview with Thay Tho, School C, referred 
to as CTI) 
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All teachers agreed with the principal. When answering the question ‘what is your 
perception of the teacher’s role for his/her students’ success?’, many adjectives such as 
‘important’, ‘significant’, “very important’, ‘specially important’ are in the questionnaires. 
Significantly, five out of eight teachers use the adjective ‘decisive’ in their answers and the 
statement ‘co thay gioi thi at se co tro gioi’ (good teachers will surely produce better students) 
is found in many teachers’ questionnaires. 

The quality of teachers is paid special attention to by local government authorities and 
the school management board, because the students’ achievements at national and international 
level bring fame and prestige not only to themselves, their parents, their families, but also 
to the school and the province as a whole. Those achievements can include the number of 
students attaining ‘National Good Pupil’ title, the percentage of students getting entry to 
universities, and other national or international rewards. According to the principal, sometimes, 
the achievements of individual students can make the whole nation aware of this school and 
province. For example; Tran Hoang Nam (pseudonym) got a gold medal in the 2010 International 
Mathematical Olympiad in Korea; Trinh Kim Chi got a gold medal in the South East Asian 
Nations’ First Maths Contest in 1999 and was recognized as one of the most outstanding young 
people of the year; and Ho Ngoc Han and Ho Dac Thanh Chuong were the champions of the 
National h“Road to Mount Olympia” competition in 2012 and 2016. 

According to Thay Tho the principal, since the school was established, a lot of famous 
alumi such as the Late President of Vietnam, Ho Chi Minh, Tran Phu as the first general secretary 
of the Vietnam communist party, Ngo Dinh Diem as the first president of Vietnam Repubic in 
the South, Tran Hoan as the musician and hundreds of other reputed figures. Thus, the teachers 
at this upper-secondary school are considered the best and most experienced teachers. For 
many years, they have been recognized as skilled in their specialized subjects. They are also 
experienced in training excellent students to achieve a lot of international and national awards 
and a lot of students got scholarships to study overseas. In recent years, several experienced 
teachers were retired and young university graduates with distinction qualifications have been 
selected and recommended by PETS (Provincial Department of Education and Training) to 
positions at the school. However, this school has the right to interview and test suggested 
graduates before approving the PETS’ recommendation and this is a priority only for this 
upper-secondary school. Those recommended candidates have to take two tests. The first two- 
our written test is to assess the graduates’ professional major subjects. The second relates to 
teaching methodology. Each candidate presents two lessons to be observed and assessed by a 
school panel of three of the most experienced teachers. The candidates with the best results are 
employed as permanent teachers at the school. 

Even though the standard of teaching is higher than other schools, the teachers and 
principal still atm for improvement. Thay Tho noted, “The staff are not satisfied with the 
present achievements. Based on the basis of good quality teacher input, we need to have more 
professional development to upgrade our knowledge and skills to meet the requirements of 
these reforms” (CTI). Teachers wrote that good students in this school were both an advantage 
hand challenge for them. They had to strive more to meet their students’ needs of learning. 

Professional development for teachers is recognized as an integral part of the teaching 
profession, by both the principal and teachers. This is “more important for teachers during 
the current educational reform” (CTI). Textbook replacement and teaching method reform 
are being carried out at grade one at the primary education level from 2020, at the secondary 
education level from 2021 and from 2020 for upper-secondary school level. To anticipate these 
changes, teachers have to be carefully prepared. Thay Tho the principal explains: 


To master the new curriculum, textbooks, and teaching methods for improved teaching, teachers 
play an active part...New curriculum is associated with new teaching method. Thus, in order to 
teach better, teachers must continually improve their professional capacities and update their new 
knowledge...If teachers are not provided with good professional development, they cannot keep 
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up to date with the changes within the current reforms and therefore cannot satisfy requirements 
and fulfill their responsibilities. (CTI) 


In general, all teachers provided similar reasons why teacher professional development 
is more important during this period. The statement ‘professional development is obviously 
important to the success of students in this school, especially during the educational reforms” 
seems to be repeated by almost all teachers. One male teacher with seven years’ teaching 
experience even elaborates: 


As usual, we as teachers at this school also have to continually improve our knowledge in order 
to teach such intelligent students. During the educational reform, specific reforms of curriculum, 
textbooks, and teaching method put higher requirements on teachers. Especially, new knowledge 
in textbooks and the new teaching method called student-centred approach are really challenging 
us. We have to change, as a result, to improve our knowledge and skills. In order to do so, we 
should continue to have good professional development. Thus, professional development is most 
important to us as teachers. (Teacher questionnaire 1, school C, referred to as CT1) 


Discussion 


The principals and teachers in the three schools were all aware of the value of teachers’ 
professional development to the effectiveness of teaching staff. Although the three schools 
represented different education levels in the Vietnamese educational system, they all regarded 
teachers’ professional development as very important for student learning and students’ 
achievements. International research also related teachers’ development and improvement to 
students’ learning and achievement (See, for example, Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 
2016; Fullan, 2011; Qian et al., 2017). 

The principals all appeared to realize that professional development for their teachers 
was an integral factor to the maintenance and promotion of quality teaching and learning. 
They all mentioned a link between “good teachers’ and ‘good students’. They sometimes 
expressed it differently. Co Nguyen, the Primary School A principal, compared the significance 
of professional development for teachers as the heart of a person. According to her, in order 
to help teachers preserve their exemplary models as life-long learners, teachers first had to 
be keen on continuous learning. For very young children at primary schools, teachers are 
more likely to be considered as students’ ‘mothers at school’ (Nguyen, 2013). Thus, teachers’ 
learning and improvement seems to have a more direct impact upon such student development. 
Teachers can leave a life-long imprint on their students (Nguyen, 2009). Thay Tien, from the 
Lover-secondary School B, suggested a causal relationship between good teachers and good 
students and concluded that professional development is needed for teachers to help them meet 
the requirements of MOET. Thay Tho, the Upper-secondary School C principal, emphasized 
that relationship because his school is for such excellent students, and teachers have to train 
those students for many competitions in their specialized subjects. All of the three principals 
considered teachers’ professional development more important during the current educational 
reform. These seem to confirm what previous researchers found out (for example, Kaplan & 
Owings, 2009; Tran & Nguyen, 2019; Tran et al., 2020). They also argue that professional 
development for teachers is a primary vehicle in the effort to carry out the education reforms 
successfully. These principals’ understanding of the educational changes in general education 
reforms in Vietnam indicated their leadership capacity, as Fullan (2011) noted. 

Overall, almost all the teachers of the three schools agreed with their principals. They 
were conscious of the important role of continual learning to their improvement and their job 
requirements. The teachers emphasized the need for professional development to allow them to 
meet the requirements and promote the success of educational reforms. Most teachers seemed 
to realize their strange position of being ‘simultaneously both the subject and the agent of 
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changes of the educational reforms’ (Fullan, 2011; MOET, 2012). The teachers of the three 
schools all expressed a desire to learn the new teaching methods and understand the newly- 
printed textbooks. They generally wanted to master a learner-centred approach and apply it 
successfully to their classes. 

Almost all teachers wrote of their own motivation before making a mention of 
requirements and request from MOET, Education Law, and their principals. Internal 
commitment was also highlighted in the international literature (See, for example, Fullan, 
2011; Sparks & Loucks-Horsley, 2018). It happears that the tradition of ‘ton su trong 
dao’(respecting teachers), the desire of preserving the honour of the teaching profession 
(Tong, 2012), and maintaining and improving their own fame and prestige, have also 
motivated the teachers towards professional development. In general, the teachers regarded 
professional development as important for them because it could help them to develop ‘tai’ 
in parallel with ‘duc’. 

In general, the three principals and all 124 teachers from three schools realized the 
significance of teachers’ professional development on the quality of teaching and for an 
enhancement of students’ learning and success opportunities the current general education 
reforms implementation. Newmann et al. (2013) argue that the knowledge, skills, and 
dispositions of teachers as individuals are obviously important and can make a difference in 
individual classrooms. The three principals and all of their 124 teachers highly appreciated TPD 
during the time of the current educational reforms in Vietnam as essential. An understanding 
of the causal relationship between ‘good teachers’ and ‘good students’ was evident in all the 
principals’ interviews and almost all 124 teachers’ questionnaires. These beliefs are consistent 
with Western literature (See, for example, Clement & Vandenberghe, 2011; Darling-Hammond 
& McLaughlin, 2016; Fullan, 2011; Lieberman & Pointer Mace, 2008; Sparks, 2012; Qian et 
al., 2017; Sergiovanni, 2001) and previous studies in the Vietnamese context (Tran al., 2018; 
Tran et al., 2020). 


Research Limitations 


There are a number of limitations of this research. Firstly, like other qualitative case 
study research, this involved a limited and specific population of participants as a single case 
study. The findings of this research could not be generalized to a larger population. Secondly, 
differences in culture and language created certain barriers in conveying the participants’ and the 
researchers’ ideas. Though the meanings of original ideas of the participants were kept faithful 
and clear, the original Vietnamese language styles and contexts were more or less changed due 
to translation. English equivalents for several Vietnamese words or phrases could not be found 
in the English language. As Vasavakul (2019) argued wherever ideas are translated from one 
language and culture to another it is impossible to be sure that the words have precisely the 
same meaning for the two people involved. Thus, explanation was sometimes required. Thirdly, 
we, as researchers, were also a research instrument (Patton, 2015). 


Conclusions 


Overall, Western literature was useful in the Vietnamese educational setting to the extent 
that the current implementation of general education reforms in Vietnam in general and in each 
school in particular, favours student-centred learning and active participation by students in 
order to develop student future creativity and skills needed for the needs of the labour market. 
These things are often taken for granted in modern Western models. All the three principals and 
almost all of their teachers recognized the significance of TPD related closely to the current 
general educational reforms, initiated by MOET, including TPD for curriculum innovations, 
subject knowledge updates, and teaching methods. These perceptions will offer a good premise 
for the sucessful implementation of the educational reforms at those schools and in the wider 
context in Vietnam. 
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This research was conducted both to fill the gap in knowledge of perceptions of TPD in 
the Vietnamese context and to add to a growing world literature. The research also reinforces 
earlier descriptive efforts to outline lecturer professional learning perspectives in Western 
countries. 

The need for teachers to grow, adapt and develop new professional subject knowledge 
and teaching method/research skills at this time to meet the requirements of successful 
implementation of the general education reforms, initiated by MOET, as reinforced the 
importance of TPD as the development strategy of MOET, and each school plan in the future. 
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